This paper presents a content analytic approach on doctoral dissertations in the field of distance education in Turkish Higher Education context from the years of 1986 through 2014. A total of 61 dissertations were examined to explore keywords, academic discipline, research areas, theoretical/conceptual frameworks, research designs, research models, tests and analyses, data collection tools, participants, variables/research interests, and leading contributor institutions. It is believed that this study can be beneficial to the field of distance education in Turkish context to identify research trends and set a research agenda by exploring dissertations that were published between 1986 and 2014.
Introduction
The globe has been witnessing a profound change, particularly in terms of scientific developments and social changes. Under these circumstances, as a multidisciplinary field, distance education (DE) has reacted to these changes, and it has been still evolving and orienting itself to fulfil this demand. Thus, as the demands of educators and learners evolve, it is crucial to understand and get a deeper insight of trends and issues in DE so as to keep abreast of these constant changes (Bozkurt et al., 2015) .
The world of research and scholarly work are recognized as central to the role and function of universities. One of the major aims of higher education institutions is to contribute to the sustainable development and advancement of society through research. Research distinguishes universities from other educational institutions and such activities are useful in justifying the intellectual as well as supervisory role of faculty employed in conducting research (Hussain Shah & Gufran, 2013) .
Understanding DE to the fullest extent is possible partially through examining changes in theory and practice as research conducted in the field reflects changes, dynamics, and perspectives. On this ground, it is a necessity to examine DE research in local and global perspectives. Therefore, dissertations are an important source of information to examine trends in any field because they have a role as a means of creating, distributing and disseminating scientific information. On this basis, this study was conducted to meet this demand and aims to define, analyze, and discuss the research trends and issues in DE in Turkish Higher Education context by examining the grey literature, in other words, dissertations. education as an independent field of inquiry, while also offering a clear orientation for future research. In a follow up study, Bozkurt et al. (2015) employed a content analytic approach and social network analysis to identify research trends and issues in DE by examining the research articles (N=861) published between 2009 and 2013 in seven journals, including the five covered by Zawacki-Richter, Bäcker and Vogt (2009). They organized research trends into the following categories: research areas, theoretical and conceptual frameworks, variables, methods, models, strategies, data collection and analysis, and participants. They also identified the most commonly used keywords and the most frequently cited authors and studies in distance education.
In addition to these studies, some scholars attempted to identify research trends and issues on a local scale rather than taking a global approach. Panda (1992) examined 142 studies on distance education in India since the first dissertation was published on the subject in 1972 under nine broad themes and concluded that only few of the dissertations have comprehensive and generalizable findings. Salar (2009) examined a total of 298 articles published in 15 Turkish peerreviewed journals and twelve proceedings that belong with two different conferences. He used Berge and Mrozowski's (2001) categorization system and found that technology selection and adoption, learner characteristics, design issues, redefining roles of key participants, strategies to increase interactivity, and active learning issues were most common issues studied in Turkey. Descriptive studies are predominant to case study, correlational and experimental research. De Olivera Neto and dos Santos (2010) studied the methodological views and methods in the Brazilian distance education literature through the published articles (N=983) from 1992 to 2007. De Olivera Neto and dos Santos compared these studies in a binary analytical method to publications in the United States that were published within the related time period in the American Journal of Distance Education between 1987 and 2006.
Purpose and Research Questions
Distance education is prone to continuous change in line with developments in technology; a situation that opens the field up to new research areas in very short time spans. Understanding factors and the new dynamics in the field provides future researchers and practitioners with a comprehensive scheme of experiences, implications, practices, policies, programs, and perspectives.
Anderson and Zawacki-Richter (2014) state that, while it is a challenging task, it is important to create a research agenda. They further state their hope that individual researchers, institutional groups, and regional, national, and international agencies, associations, and networks will take up the challenge of drafting research agendas based upon research areas of DE (Table 1) . More importantly, they express their hope that these organizations will fund, coordinate, and disseminate the results and then recursively generate new research agendas because the reward and benefits from improving the quality and quantity of research and ultimately the quality and quantity of online distance education warrants this effort. As a response to these concerns and need, and as a follow up study of previous research on a national ground, the main goal of this study is to review the research trends of DE in Turkish context over the period of 1986-2014.
For this purpose, the following research questions were explored: i) What are the most frequent/ly used keywords, academic disciplines, research areas, theoretical/conceptual frameworks, research designs, research models, tests and analysis, data collection tools, participants, and variables/research interests; and ii) what are the leading contributor institutions in DE research in Turkey.
Method

Research design
Content analysis is one of the research design methods that employs both qualitative and quantitative approaches to study empirical documentation with the purpose of grouping similar cases or data according to certain concepts and themes and then to organize and interpret the data systematically. In the content analysis, themes can be developed as an emergent model during the analysis or preset codes can be implemented.
For the current study, the content of the dissertations were coded according to preset categories and codes. Then, a descriptive analysis was implemented for the qualitative research characteristics such as frequencies and percentages. Qualitative variables for this study include research topics or purposes, research designs, and types of data collection and analysis techniques. A thematic analysis was employed to determine the most frequently addressed topics and most commonly used designs and methods to explore changes in these aspects in distance education research trends in dissertations for the period of 1986-2014.
Classification of Research Areas, Design, and Models
Zawacki-Richter (2009)'s classification system, presented in Table 1 , was applied to the topics of dissertation research for this research. The reason for adopting these research categories and areas is its being rigorous and robust in terms of reflecting the views of experts in the field of DE. Additionally, the classification of academic disciplines is in line with the one utilized by the Turkish Council of Higher Education (TCHE). Categories related to research design and research model were largely adopted from those identified by Bozkurt et al. (2015) .
Inclusion Criteria and Sample
Doctoral dissertations in Turkish higher education were reviewed for this study. TCHE has an electronic thesis/dissertation database in which all theses and dissertations that have been accepted are available for researchers. In this database, the keywords "distance education (DE), distance learning (DL), distance teaching (DT), open education (OE) and open and distance learning (ODL)" were searched in title, keywords, and abstracts of the dissertations. A total of 102 dissertations were retrieved for the years between 1986 and 2014. After initial examination, a total of 41 dissertations were excluded from the sample since 33 were irrelevant and 8 were restricted to access. Consequently, a total of 61 doctoral dissertations were included in the final sample.
Reliability
The research question regarding research areas (Table 1) in DE was coded in the first round by one rater. Another rater coded dissertations in the second round according to research areas they belong with. Inter-rater reliability of the second round coding was κ =.925. Altman (1991) proposed that the extent of agreement for Cohen's kappa can be qualified as poor (< 0.20), fair (0.21 to 0.40), moderate (0.41 to 0.60), good (0.61 to 0.80), and very good (0.81 to 1.00). Thus, the reliability of first and second raters can be considered as very good.
Regarding the research question about keywords, a descriptive analysis was carried out. As a result of the initial analysis, 298 keywords were gathered from dissertations. Following that, 86 field specific keywords that define the field of DE were separated and ranked according to their frequencies. Two hundred and twelve research related keywords were excluded from keyword analysis as their frequencies are low and did not provide meaningful results. As a result of this analysis, distance education (42%) appeared as the most frequently used keyword as a generic term to define the field in Turkish higher education context. Frequencies of all keywords can be seen in the Figure 1 . 2015) reported that Distance Education is the generic term that defines the field. They also found that online learning and e-learning are the other most frequently used keywords. This finding also confirms Tuncay and Uzunboylu (2010) who found that the most frequently used keyword was Distance Education.
Academic Discipline
The classification of academic discipline of doctoral dissertations is defined by TCHE. The authors of dissertations are asked to select one or more of the most appropriate discipline regarding their dissertation when they submit them to TCHE. Based on this classification, it was observed that DE is strongly related to the discipline of Education and Training. This finding further suggests that DE is a multidisciplinary field. Communication Sciences (12.4%), Science and Technology (10.1%), Computer Engineering and Computer Science and Control (6.7%), Business Administration (6.7%), and Nursing (3.4%) follow education and training (51.7%) discipline (Table 2) .
Research Areas
Classification developed by Zawacki-Richter (2009) was utilized in this research to identify the research areas in Turkish DE context. Dissertations were analyzed and coded according to three levels of classification. Surprisingly some research areas especially in macro level were ignored in Turkish DE context. As can be seen in Figure 2 , instructional design and learner characteristics in micro level, distance teaching systems and institutions in macro level, and educational technology in meso-level drew significant attention in dissertations. In a detailed investigation, it is observed that these four research areas were dominant between 1986 and 2014 and there hasn't been a distinctive increase or decrease. It is also explicit that these four research areas have strong ties among them. They are all related to each other and tightly interconnected. Change in one research area trigger other research areas and cause sort of a domino effect. For instance, ever changing learner characteristics and advances in educational technology make the adaption process hard for instructional design domain and distance teaching systems and institutions Micro-and meso-level research topics investigated in the DE dissertations while broader research areas in macro level largely untapped in Turkey. There is a strong need to explore these untapped research areas to be able to fully explore DE and develop DE as an interdisciplinary area. 8 ISSN 1027-5207 © 2015 EDEN ) and local perspectives, the same pattern of imbalance exists. Interestingly, some research areas such as research methods in distance education and knowledge transfer; access, equity, and ethics; globalization of education and cross-cultural aspects in macro level, and innovation and change in meso-level have not been studied so far. In terms of Turkish higher education context, this finding is also important as the most favoured research areas in addition to the most ignored ones are portrayed through this analysis. Peters (2014) highlighted that there is a similar pattern on research areas that have been neglected including topics such as costs and other economic considerations, student dropout rates, issues of social justice, the influence of cultural factors and the need for sensitivity to those factors, provisions for faculty professional development, and the role of learner communities. With an effort to compensate for this gap, Zawacki-Richter and Anderson (2014) gave a close and thoughtful attention to neglected research areas in addition to mostly researched areas in their book Online distance Education: Towards a Research Agenda.
Theoretical/Conceptual Framework
Theoretical and/or conceptual frameworks reported directly in dissertations were counted and ranked according to their frequency. It was observed that 40 dissertations out of 61 did not report any theoretical/conceptual framework. Some dissertations reported one or more theoretical and/or conceptual frameworks (Figure 3) . Among few theories/concepts, Technology Acceptance Model that explains how users come to accept and use a technology; Blended learning which is a flexible approach that combines both face-to-face and online dimensions of teaching and learning; Andragogy which is a study of adult learning, and Diffusion of Innovations Theory that explains how, why, and at what rate new ideas and technology spread through cultures; and Social Presence which is the degree to which a person is perceived as real in mediated communication were most preferred theoretical/conceptual backgrounds.
It is also clear that actual use of theories/concepts in dissertations started after 2011 in Turkish DE context. There can be a couple of reasons behind this scene. First of all, though DE practice has a long history in Turkey, research in DE dissertations has matured recently. It can be also concluded that the earlier dissertation research was descriptive and aimed to understand DE. However, it seems to be there is currently a quest to explore DE in recent dissertations on the ground of some theoretical/conceptual frameworks. Additionally, as it can be seen in Table 2 , dissertations in DE cover a wide range of disciplines. Theoretical/conceptual frameworks employed in DE dissertations are mostly originated from education and communication fields. On this basis, it can be claimed that dissertations conducted in different disciplines usually ignored use of theoretical/conceptual frameworks and presented descriptive research findings.
Theory is important to the study of DE because it directly affects DE by guiding the practice and research (Simonson, Schlosser & Hanson, 1999) . According to Keegan (1983) "a firmly based theory of distance education will be one which can provide the touchstone against which decisions -political, financial, educational, social-when they have to be taken, can be taken with confidence" (p.3). Perraton (1988) further argues that "without a theoretical basis, research is unlikely to go beyond data gathering" (p.1). Theories allow researchers to see the big picture and make it possible for them to view their practice and research from a broader perspective. This broader perspective helps researchers to make connections with the work of others, facilitates coherent frameworks and deeper understanding of their actions, and perhaps most importantly, to transfer the experience gained in one context to new experiences and contexts (Anderson, 2008) . In sum, the importance of theory was stressed with a great emphasis in literature, yet the current study reveals a controversial and critical finding. Dissertations in Turkish DE context lack a theoretical footing. A total of 40 dissertations, which constitute 58.8% of all dissertations in Turkish DE context, did not use any theoretical/conceptual framework to explain their research topic through the lens of theories and/or concepts. However, the increasing trend in the use of theoretical/conceptual frameworks ( Figure 3 ) is also noteworthy.
Dissertations that didn't employ any theoretical/conceptual frameworks were about developing a technology for DE or literature reviews that focus on a specific topic. Not all the dissertations were purely descriptive, but they simply presented research findings rather than discussing their findings using lens of a theoretical/conceptual framework.
Most of these dissertations were mostly from science and technology, communication sciences, science and technology, business administration, computer engineering and computer science and control, and other disciplines indicated at the Table 2 . This might be a misshaped perception of DE by other disciplines of which perceive DE as a sole application of education rather than an interdisciplinary area with its own theoretical/conceptual footings.
Research Design
Dissertations were analyzed and categorized according to quantitative, qualitative, or mixed research designs for each year. The results of this analysis exhibited that DE dissertations in Turkish higher education context employed quantitative (36%), mixed (33%), and qualitative (31%) research designs (see Figure 4 ) almost equally. The overall picture of DE research design presents a balance of three research strategies. However, when the results are tabulated according to the year of the study, it is observed that there is a rise in the use of mixed research over the years (see Figure 5 ). 
Research Model
The analysis regarding the research models of DE research in Turkish higher education context demonstrates remarkable results. According to analysis of research models employed in dissertations in Turkey, within the models of quantitative research design (36%), experimental research design (n=14) was the most preferred type of research in dissertations. Survey and correlational research models followed the experimental model.
Of all the mixed research models (33%), a great majority of dissertations preferred explanatory sequential model (n=10). Exploratory sequential, embedded, convergent parallel, and multiphase models followed the explanatory sequential model.
Within the models of qualitative research design (31%), case study (n=13) was the most frequent utilized research model. Action research, content analysis, and ethnography research models followed the case study (see Table 3 ). Table 4 presents the number of data analysis techniques that were explicitly reported in the articles. The findings demonstrate that quantitative research studies used inferential (64%) and descriptive (36%) tests. In addition to that, qualitative research studies used content (63%) and thematic (37%) analysis in the same ratio. ISSN 1027-5207 © 2015 EDEN Lee, Driscoll, and Nelson (2004) specified to report the scope of statistical methods of experimental studies. They reported that the researchers in the field frequently have used ANOVA (N=8), chi-square (N=8), factor analysis (N=8) and regression (N=8), all of which constitute 68% of all statistical methods (N=47) used in experimental studies. Correlation, t-test, path-analysis, meta-analysis, MANOVA, and cluster analysis were other statistical methods employed with 32%. In their analysis, Davies, Howell and Petrie (2010) found that the frequent use of quantitative statistical analysis techniques involving t-tests and ANOVA analysis. They concluded that the use of such data analysis techniques seems high, given the data collection methods employed. One observation from the coding of manuscripts that might help explain this apparent inconsistency is that doctoral candidates often used such analyses to make comparisons in survey results based on disaggregated groups of respondents. When compared to Bozkurt et al. (2015) , who reported that descriptive (51%) and inferential statistical tests (49%) were generally expressed in a global perspective. It can be seen that in Turkish DE context, there is a shift from descriptive to inferential statistical test to be able understand more by employing inferential statistics rather than using descriptive statistics which provides a superficial picture of the analyzed data. In terms of qualitative analysis, there is a strong similarity, which is most likely because of the limited number of analysis in qualitative research model. They also reported that qualitative interpretive analysis generally used content (49%), thematic (48%), and discourse analysis (3%). When compared, these findings also demonstrate a similar trend in terms of qualitative analysis with Bozkurt et al.'s (2015) findings. ISSN 1027-5207 © 2015 EDEN
Data Collection Tools
This part of the study presents trends of data collection tools. According the research findings, questionnaire (31.7%) and interview (24%) were the most frequently preferred data collection tools. Together they constituted 55.7% of all the listed research instruments. Scale (18.3%), documents (9.6%), focus group (6.7%), observation (3.8%), pre-test/post-test (2.9%), and web pages (2.9%) are the other data collection tools that are used in DE dissertations in Turkey (see Table 5 ). Davies, Howell and Petrie (2010) reported that the most frequently used data collection tools were survey (qualitative and quantitative) (N=192), interviews (N=118), existing artifacts (document analysis) (N=59), observations (N=17), researcher created assessments (N=16), existing test scores (N=16) and standardized assessments (N=15).
These findings demonstrate high similarity with Bozkurt et al. (2015) who reported that survey (43%) as a quantitative data collection instrument, interviews (24%) and document analysis (21%) as qualitative data collection instruments were the most preferred data collection tools which accounted for %88 of all the listed data collection tools.
When compared, it is clear that there is a strong similarity with current findings. Questionnaire (for qualitative and quantitative data) and Interview (for qualitative data) seem to be principal source of data collection both in local and global perspectives.
Participants
The most frequently studied participants were undergraduate students and academicians which constitute 55.8% of all listed sampling groups. Other sampling groups are academicians, adult learners, systems/programs, documents, institutions, K12-teachers, specialists, K12-administrators, master students, administrators, consumers, K12-students, lecturers, nurses, and police forces (see Table 6 ). ISSN 1027-5207 © 2015 EDEN These findings present a similar pattern with Bozkurt et al. (2015) . They reported that target groups in the studies examined were undergraduate students (31%), post graduate students (10%), and academicians (10%) which demonstrate that 51% of the sampling groups are from higher education. The current study also demonstrates that there is a little interest towards K12 and it can be further interpreted that DE in Turkey mainly focuses on higher education.
Variables/Research Interests
For this research question, variables/research interests reported in the dissertations were coded into categories, counted and then ranked by their frequencies. Attitude and academicperformance are mostly studied variables/research interests in Turkish DE research. Satisfaction, perception, success, effectiveness, motivation, expectation and readiness are other variables/research interests (see Table 7 ). These findings confirm Bozkurt et al. (2015) in a general view. They reported that variables usually focus on the feelings, emotions and behaviours of the learners.
Limitations and Strengths
The current study has some strengths and limitations. First of all, only doctoral dissertations were included in this research with an assumption that they are final product of learners in higher education system and reflect experience and intellectual accumulation of knowledge for the future academicians. In addition to that, eight dissertations were excluded from research as they were not accessible in full texts.
On the other hand, this research presents the topology of Turkish DE research by including all dissertations accepted from 1986 to 2014 and examining them from various perspectives. This research is also the first content analysis attempted to identify DE research in Turkish higher education context. On this ground, it is believed that the findings of the current study will provide a base for future research related to DE trends and issues.
Conclusion
This study was carried out to identify research trends and issues in the field of DE within the scope of doctoral dissertations conducted in Turkish higher education context from 1986 to 2014. Dissertations in Turkish higher education context are dominantly related to education and training. They are also related to communication sciences, science and technology, business administration and computer engineering and computer science. Regarding the research areas, there is an imbalance and some of the research areas have not been studied frequently. Distance teaching systems and institutions in macro level, educational technology in meso-level, and instructional design in micro level are the most commonly studied research areas. A great majority of the dissertations lack a theoretical/conceptual background. Quantitative, mixed, or qualitative research designs are employed almost equally and also there is an increasing tendency to use mixed research design in the last decade. In contrast to the harmony in research design, specific research models are more frequently utilized than some others. Experimental, explanatory sequential, and case study research designs were the most preferred type of research models in quantitative, mixed method, and qualitative studies respectively. When the tests and analysis examined, it can be seen that inferential statistical tests are used mostly in addition to descriptive statistical test. Questionnaire and interview are generally used to collect data and undergraduate students were the dominant sampling group. Attitude, academic performance, and satisfaction are the most commonly investigated variables/research interests. Finally, Anadolu University as the largest mega university in Europe and the second largest in the world is the leading contributor university where the largest number of dissertations are conducted.
In all, considering the findings of this research, the following implications should be taken into consideration in future research:
• The neglected research areas should be studied more to have a comprehensive understanding of the Turkish DE context. Thus, universities in Turkey should plan their research agenda to identify gaps and priority areas and to explore potential research directions.
• Researchers in Turkish DE context employ theoretical/conceptual frameworks occasionally. However, theories influence both practice and research and help researchers explain and understand the relationships of a phenomena in a broader perspective by providing strong pillars. Thus, researchers in Turkish DE context should focus on the use of theories/concepts with a multidisciplinary approach.
• The sampling groups of dissertations are dominantly undergraduate students and it should be diversified and enlarged to be able to collect data from a wide spectrum of participants by including other sampling groups who engage in DE in Turkey.
• There seems to be harmony in the selection of research designs. However, there should be more mixed model dissertations since they combine both quantitative and qualitative studies and present a deeper understanding in addition to robust research results.
• In mixed, qualitative, and quantitative studies, a specific research model is usually more preferred compared to others in Turkish DE dissertations. It is suggested to employ other research models to enrich research results to be able to examine research phenomena from different perspectives.
• Finally, universities that provide distance education should promote dissertations which cover both practice and theory of DE. Distance Education should be prioritized in their research agenda considering that nearly half of the dissertations in DE Turkish context are conducted in one specific university, other higher education intuitions should be encouraged to put emphasis on DE research in general and dissertations specifically.
